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WHICH WA Y TO 
SOCIALISM?
r o d a y ’s d e p re s s io n  m a r k s ,  n o t  o n e ,  b u t  tw o ,  cr ises ,  it m a r k s  a cr is is  f o r  c a p i t a l i s m .  It a lso  m a r k s  a cr is is  fo r  th e  so c ia l is t  
m o v e m e n t .  B oth  m a r x i s t  th e o r y  a n d  
o u r  h is to r ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e  tell us t h a t  a 
t im e  o f  e c o n o m i c  d e p re s s io n  is a t im e  
fo r  socia lis t  a d v a n c e .  Yet, f o r  m o s t  
p e o p le ,  so c ia l is t  a l t e rn a t iv e s  a r e  n o t  
ev en  o n  th e  p o l i t ic a l  a g e n d a ,  a n d  
socia lis t  fo rc e s  seem  d iv id ed  a n d  
ineffec t ive .  S o  w h a t  is th e  w ay  
fo r w a r d ?  S h o u ld  soc ia l is ts  j o i n  th e  
L a b o r  P a r ty ,  the  C o m m u n i s t  P a r ty ,  o r  
o n e  ol th e  s m a l le r  g r o u p s  w h ich  c la im  
t o  be r e v o lu t io n a r y ?
T h e re  is c le a r ly  a  need to  reasses  the  
v a r io u s  s t ra te g ie s  w h ich  a r e  p ro p o s e d  
by th o s e  w h o  c la im  th e  title "socialist" . 
Socialist Strategies seeks  to  d o  j u s t  
th a t .  P la c in g  each  in the  c o n te x t  o f  
d e p r e s s io n - b o u n d  B r i ta in ,  a  n u m b e r  
o f  d i f f e r e n t  s t ra te g ie s  a r e  e v a lu a te d .  
T h e  b o o k  c o n s is ts  o f  a  c o l l e c t io n  o f  
a r t ic le s  by d i f fe re n t  a u t h o r s  w h ich  
e x a m in e ,  in tu r n ,  the  B rit ish  l a b o u r  
P a r t y ,  th e  C o m m u n i s t  P a r ty  o f  G re a t  
B r i t a i n ,  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  s o c i a l i s m ,  
f e m in i sm ,  a n d ,  f ina lly ,  c o m m u n i t y  
po l i t ic s  a n d  the  p ea ce  m o v e m e n t .  In
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th e i r  c o n c lu s io n .  D a v id  C o a te s  and 
R o b e r t  L o o k e r  b r i n g d o w n a  verdict in 
f a v o u r  o f  r e v o lu t io n a ry  soc ia l ism .
' T  T n f o r tu n a te ly ,  h o w e v e r ,  the 
a  J  a r t ic le  by D a v id  Bailley which 
is w r i t te n  in the  n a m e  of. 
rcvo lu tiom ii 'v  so c ia l ism "  i> p r o b a b h  
the w ors t  a r t ic le  in the  w ho le  book.
I he c ru d e  a n d  ov e rs im p l if ied  premises 
w hich  fo r m  th e  th r u s t  ot the  a r t ic le  do 
a g ra v e  in jus t ice  lo  th e  full com plex ity  
o f  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  p o l i t i c s .  Kor 
e x a m p le ,  g re a t  s ign if ican ce  is placed 
o n  t r e a c h e r o u s  soc ia l is t  l e a d e r s  and 
th e i r  a c ts  o f  b e t r a y a l .  T h is  c a n  become 
obsess iv e  a t  ih e  best  o f  t im es ,  b u t  al 
t im es  w h e n  th e re  a r e  scarce ly  any 
" fo l low ers"  to  b e t r a y  th is  so r t  of 
e m p h a s i s  o n  le a d e rsh ip  betrayal 
b e c o m e s  p a te n t ly  r id ic u lo u s .
Bailley 's m a in  m is ta k e ,  h o w ev er ,  is 
lo  c o n fu s e  soc ia lis t  a d v a n c e s  with 
socia l  u p h e a v a l .  W hile  it is t ru e  ihai 
soc ia l  u p h e a v a l  c a n  be a n  im p o r tan t  
p re r e q u is i te  f o r  r e v o lu t io n ,  ii is 
e q u a l ly  o b v io u s  th a t  u p h e a v a l  c a n  lead 
in a n u m b e r  o f  q u i t e  different 
d i r e c t io n s  — n o t  leas t  b a r b a r i s m  and 
e v e n  n u c l e a r  a n n i h i l a t i o n . !
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Furtherm ore, th is  c o n tu s io n  h a s  the  
effect o f  a l lo w in g  Bail ley to  a v o id  
altogether the q u e s t io n s  p o sed  by the 
j c r is is  in  s o c i a l i s m  b y  s i m p l y  
I postponing th e m .  T h u s ,  he  w rites  th a t  
"future a t t e m p t s  to  bu ild  a  soc ia l is t  
I society will be m a d e  when the next 
\ calamity breaks" (m y  em p h a s is ) .  
I U l t i m a t e l y ,  B a i l l c y  a l l o w s  
I  revolutionary po l i t ic s  to  c o l lap se  in to  
1 a kind o f  f a i th .  In  th is  v e in ,  he 
[ concludes th a t  " w h a te v e r  th e  s h o r t -  
I  comings o f  th e  F a r  Left,  th e i r  sm a ll
■  forces rem a in  the  c u s t o d ia n s  o f  a  
culture whose time must surely return" 
' (my em phas is) .  T h e  t r o u b le  is th a t  no  
i  matter h o w  "sure"  Bailley is o f  a  
I  socialist se c o n d  c o m in g ,  th e  fac t  
remains th a t  we a r e  in  the  m id d le  o f  a  
'calamity" r ig h t  n o w  a n d  we a r e  
having g re a t  d i f f icu l ty  in  m o b i l i s in g  
support f o r  so c ia l is t  so lu t io n s .
Co a te s  a n d  L o o k e r  a l s o  c o n c lu d e  in f a v o u r  o f  a r e v o lu t io n a ry  socia lis t  s t r a te g y  b u t  m a n a g e  to  ! a v o i d  m a n y  o f  t h e  c r u d e  
p resupposit ions w h ich  p la g u e  B ailicy 's  
! article. In d eed ,  a t t e m p t s  a r c  m a d e  to  
tackle so m e  o f  th e  m a jo r  p ro b le m s  
facing so c ia lis ts  t o d a y .  S p ec if ica l ly ,  
they c o n s id e r  th r e e  p o in ts :  the  
d isagreem ent a n d  c o n f u s io n  a m o n g  
i socialists a b o u t  w h o  a r e  th e  a g e n ts  o f  
! radical soc ia l  c h a n g e ;  the  ab i l i ty  o f  
capitalist soc ie ties  t o  a c c o m m o d a te ,  
I absorb o r  re p re ss  o p p o s i t i o n ;  a n d  the  
1 ambivalent c h a r a c t e r  o f  "ex is t ing"  
I socialism. D isc u s s io n  o f  these  issues is 
[ certainly m o s t  w e lc o m e .  U n f o r t u n ­
ately, ho w ev er ,  th e i r  d is c u s s io n  seem s 
lo be u n d e rp in n e d  by s o m e  u n te n a b le  
(albeit la rgely  im p lic i t )  a s s u m p t io n s .
There is a  te n d e n c y ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  to  
j economic re d u c t io n i s m .  C a p i t a l i s m  — 
as a p a r t ic u la r  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  — 
is seen as th e  c au se  o f  b o th  c lass  a n d  
non-class o p p re s s io n s  a n d  d iv is ions .  
They talk o f  c a p i t a l i s m  as  the  "so u rce"  
of racial,  s e x u a l ,  n a t i o n a l  a n d  o th e r  
oppression, a n d  re fe r  to  these  
"complex p a t t e r n s  o f  o p p re s s io n "  as  
I "generated by  cap i ta l i sm " .  It is c lea r ,  
of course , th a t  ra c ia l ,  s e x u a l  a n d  
l ra tional o p p re s s io n s  a r e  g rea t ly  
! affected by ( a n d ,  in tu r n ,  a f fec t)  the  
way in w hich  p r o d u c t io n  is o rg a n i se d ,  
Bui this d o e s  n o t  m e a n  th a t  we can  
presuppose th a t  these  o p p re s s io n s  a re  
" g e n e r a t e d "  b y  t h a t  m o d e  o f  
production.
Coates a n d  L o o k e r  a l s o  ten d  to  see a 
(socialist u p s u r g e "  a s  the  in ev i tab le  
I consequence o f  the  d e p r iv a t io n
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b r o u g h t  a b o u t  b y  c a p i t a l i s t  d e p re s s io n
-  a n  u p su rg e  w h ich  is o n ly  he ld  in 
c h e c k  by th e  ru l in g  c l a s s e s 'p r o p i t i o u s  
use ol id eo log y .  T h i s  seem s to  m e  to  be 
lu n d a m e n la l i y  m is c o n s t ru e d .  T h e  task 
o f  soc ia l is ts  is n o t  s im p ly  to  remove 
ru l in g  c lass  o b s ta c le s  t o  a n  o th e rw ise  
re a d y - m a d e  p o o l  o f  s u p p o r t .  R a th e r ,  
th e  task  c o n f r o n t in g  soc ia lis ts  is to  
build m a s s  s u p p o r t  fo r  a  socia lis t  
a l t e rn a t iv e  in the  f irst p lace .  A nd  while 
th e  e c o n o m ic ,  p o l i t ic a l  a n d  ideo lo g ica l  
c o n d i t io n s  o f  a n y  c ap i ta l i s t  soc ie ty  
e s ta b l i sh  l im its  w h ich  m a k e  th is  task  
so m e t im e s  m o r e  a n d  s o m e t im e s  less 
v iab le ,  it n e v e r th e le s s  re m a in s  o u r  
ta sk ,  b o th  s t ru g g l in g  w ith in  a n d  
a g a in s t  these  l im i ts ,  to  build  s u p p o r t  
l o r  so c ia l i sm  o u rs e lv e s  c a p i ta l i sm  
will n o t  d o  it f o r  us.
/ n fac t ,  the  need  to  bu ild  w id esp read  p o p u l a r  s u p p o r t  lo r  socia lis t  a l t e rn a t iv e s  p ro v id e s  us w ith  the  m o s t  basic  c r i te r io n  fo r  c o m p a r in g  
d i f fe re n t  so c ia l is t  s t ra teg ies .  It p o in t s ,  
fo r  e x a m p le ,  to  a  c e n t r a l  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  
la c in g  so c ia l i s ts  w h o  w o rk  w ith in  
so c ia l  d e m o c r a t i c  (o r  la b o u r )  par t ie s .
We c a n  a s s u m e  th a t  a n y  ra d ic a l  
soc ia lis t  c h a n g e  in A u s tr a l ia  will 
invo lve  a p lu ra l i ty  o f  p o li t ica l  fo rces  — 
a "c o a l i t io n  o f  th e  left". It is 
co n c e iv a b le ,  I s u p p o s e ,  th a t  su ch  a  
co a l i t io n  m a y  even  in c lu d e  so m e  
re s id u a l  social d e m o c r a t i c  g ro u p in g s .  
But b e fo re  so c ia l is ts  c o u ld  e n t e r  such  
a n  a l l ia n c e ,  they  wotrld  have  to  be su re  
th a t  th ey  w ere  n o t  g o in g  to  be c o -o p te d
to  w o rk  to w a r d s  n o n -s o c ia l i s l  e n d s .  In 
o th e r  w o rd s ,  in o r d e r  to  m a i n t a i n  the  
soc ia lis t  o r i e n ta t io n  o f  such  a n  a l l ia n c e  
soc ia l is ts  c o u ld  o n ly  e n t e r  it f r o m  a 
p o s i t io n  o f  s t r e n g th .  A n d ,  g iven  o u r  
bas ic  c o m m i t m e n t  to  d e m o c r a t i c  
soc ia lis t  c h a n g e ,  th is  s t r e n g th  c a n  o n ly  
a r i se  o u t  o f  w id e s p re a d  p o p u l a r  
s u p p o r t .
S o c ia l is ts  in th e  L a b o r  P a r ty ,  
h o w e v e r ,  h a v e  d o n e  e x a c t ly  the  
o p p o s i t e .  R a t h e r  t h a n  w i n n i n g  
s u p p o r t  f o r  so c ia l ism  f irs t ,  a n d  th e n  
e n te r in g  a n  a l l ia n c e ,  they  h a v e  e n te r e d  
a n  a l l ia n c e  b e fo re  th is  s u p p o r t  has  
been  o b ta in e d .  L a c k in g  the  s t r e n g th  to  
e n s u r e  a so c ia l is t  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  they  a r e  
in e v i ta b ly  c o - o p te d  fo r  n o n -s o c ia l i s t  
e n d s .  E n o r m o u s  e n e rg y  is e x p e n d e d  to  
m a n a g e  c a p i t a l i s m  t h r o u g h  th e  
c o n t r o l  o f  p a r l i a m e n t .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  
th e  a b i l i ty  to  publicly a r t i c u l a te  a 
s o c i a l i s t  a l t e r n a t i v e  is s e v e r e l y  
re s t r ic ted :  fo r  to  d o  so  t h r e a te n s  b o th  
th e  u n i ty  a n d .  m o r e  im p o r t a n t ly ,  th e  
e le c to ra l  s u p p o r t  f o r  th e i r  p a r ty .
S o c ia l is ts  in th e  L a b o r  P a r ty  a r e  in a 
p o s i t io n  o f  c h e c k m a te .  T h e y  c a n n o t  
g ive  th e i r  co a l i t io n  ( the  l . a b o r  P a r t y ) a  
soc ia lis t  o r i e n t a t i o n  w i th o u t  b u i ld in g  
m a s s  s u p p o r t .  B ut,  since th ey  a r e  
u n a b le  t o  p u b l ic ly  a r t ic u la te  a soc ia l is t  
a l t e rn a t iv e ,  th ey  a r e  u n a b le  to  build  
th is  m a s s  s u p p o r t .
Of c o u rs e ,  n o n e  o f  th is  seeks  to  d e n y  th e  i m p o r t a n t  tac t ica l  a d v a n ta g e s  w hich  c a n  f low  fro m  the  p re s e n c e  o f  soc ia l is ts  in the  
L a b o r  P a r ty .  W h a t  it d o e s  m e a n ,  
h o w e v e r ,  is th a t  a n  in d e p e n d e n t  
soc ia l is t  o r  c o m m u n i s t  p a r ty  h a s  a 
c ru c ia l  ro le  in a n y  v iab le  soc ia lis t  
s t ra tegy .  M o re  fu n d a m e n ta l l y  stil l,  it 
m e a n s  t h a t  a n y  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  
d e m o c r a t i c  soc ia lis t  s t ra te g ie s  m u s t  
ta k e  as  its s t a r t i n g  p o in t  th e  need  to  
b u ild  w id e s p r e a d  p o p u l a r  s u p p o r t  fo r  
so c ia l i sm .
It is to  th e  c re d i t  o f  c o m m u n i s t s  a n d  
soc ia l is ts  in A u s t r a l ia  th a t  m a n y  o f  us 
a re  n o w  e n g a g e d  in j u s t  s u c h  a  
d is c u s s io n .  It is a  d is c u ss io n  w h ich  
seeks  to  c o m e  to  te rm s  w ith  th e  crisis  in 
so c ia l ism  in o r d e r  to  b e t t e r  in te rv e n e  
in , a n d  u l t im a te ly  o v e rc o m e ,  th e  crisis  
in c a p i t a l i s m .  It is a  d is c u s s io n  o u t  ol 
w h ich  we will need  to  g e n e ra te  o u r  
o w n  v e rs io n s  o f  b o o k s  like Socialist 
Strategies._____________________________
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